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This is a very interesting paper on the 
/ Negeb 
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. Negeb by Sir Douglas Harris who is an authority on 

‘this question. JI think the Secretary of State would 
be interested to read it. 

While it would appear that the Negeb is useless 

to the Jews from the point of view of immigration its 
possession by them would involve all sorts of strategic, 
political and other considerations. Mr. Baxter has 
pointed out some of these in his minute. 


KV A— 
2Oth January, 1947. 
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Dear Harold, 


A great deal of misleading prop- 
aganda is being put out nowadays con- 
cerning the potentialities of the Negeb. 
I know the tract well and am astounded 
at the descriptions of it which I some- 
times read, descriptions obviously 
written by people wno have never been 


near it. 


I enclose a note in whicn I nave 


tried to put down, briefly and object- 
ively, the true facts about this much 
discussed area. I thougnt that you 
might care to nave a Copy. 


Yours ever, 


Douglas Hannes 


ie 


He Beeley Esqe, CBRL. 
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THE NEGEB 


In any discussion of the economic absorptive 


capacity of Palestine, the Negeb almost invariably figures 
prominently. But there aoe few who have any clear idea what the 
term connotea. 

Ze | The word “Negeb” is an old Hebrew appellation meaning 
"the South" and covers no defined area. The recent “Survey of 
Palestine” applies it to the whole of the Beersheba Sub-district, 
and this is probably its widest proper connotation. Tt: is more 
commonly used to describe the waste land in tne southern portion © 
of that Sub-district. For present purposes, the definition Ln 
the survey may be accepted and the Negeb be regarded ae 
aynonymous with the Beersheba sub-district. | 

Os For purposes of administration, Palestine 48 divided 
into sixteen Subedistricte. Of these, the Beersheba Sub-distritt 
occupies nearly half the country. The totel area of Palestine is 

6,581,000 acres of which the Beersheba Sub-district accounts for 

5,144,000 serea, But, aLencren its area is some Foupvean times 
as great as that of a noz Subdistrict, its population is only 


nalt that of an average subedistrict elacwhere. 


Aug On the accompanying map, the northern boundery of the 


Beersheba Sub-district is shown by the red dotted line, the 
Sube-district being doloured partly in yellow and partly Zn greene 
Do Within the area Goloured yellow, Whieh comprises 
some 2,419,000 acres, o7 77 per sent of the whole Sube-Giatrict, 

agriculture is not only non~existent but is virtually | 
impossibie. Tt consists of ae wild confusion of bare limestone 
hills, ranging up to 3,300 feet in height, from which practically 
all traces of soil have disappeared as the result of thousands 

or weave of erosion by wind and water. Mre GE. Kirk, the 
epigraphist attached to the Colt Expedition Which oz ccavated the. 


towmm sites in the northern Negeb, describes theae hills ag 


presenting/ 


:auaLafay 
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on 2B as 


presenting “a bare, pale aspect, such as one might expect to find 


in the lioon", Few people have penetrated into the tract and 
Myr. Kirk telle how a Moslem from Gaza who accompanied him, and 
had expected the whole country to be like the rolling plains 
south-east of Gaza, was appalled by the sight of these miles of 
rocky emptiness. _ 

Cho NO portion of this area has an average annus 
rainfall of more than four inches, while much of i% has less than 
two: in other words, 1% is practically rainless. Some of the - 
valleys have retained a little soil in their be 1G ¢ 
cases this is sufficient to support amall areas of vrecarious 
agriculture but for the most part it does no more than bear a 
scanty growth of BCrUD , which provides winter pesture for tho 
goats and cemals of a few poor tribes, The extreme seercity of 
water operates to reduce population tO a minimum; the total 
population of the tract is believed not to exceed 1,000 nomads, 


Ws Much has been made of the discover of the ruins 
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Byzantine towns in the area and picbures have been draun of an 


erstwhile flourishin ng Civilisation there, Faising the question 
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this condition should not be reproduced teday, There pietures 


nA TS . a - a. do ak, of~ “ 4 . “hay 5 we, avy te vy P--, son Re 
Yeceive, hovever, Little support from archacolosi sts. Phere 
eon 


gix such towns, Khalasa, Ruhelbe, Anja, 2, ADda and Qurnaub, 


* Ar 


a AL ¥ « j ny 2 cr te a xy a FF a RAD i a Dh my aa te ' 
the position 03 Whieh 18 shown on the map. Mm Ayi-Yoneh, of the 


Palestine Archiooleg. cal Heparimeni., EfG%er a Lull exemninetlan af 

the sites, estimates that the vhole tract may have suopertad « 

population of a M8 KLM or 60, co0 to 200,000 seule. donot GLEDG PAG 

precautions .avolving gereat skill end labour, Were TALEN tO BtoORS 

every drop sf water in order to provide sustenance for 

number, but even so Mr. Avi-Yoneh esleulates that the water enpody 
e ‘ 

at Sbeilte, with a population of 8,000 to 19,000 persons, cannot 

have yielded more than about a third of a gallon Mee DePSON ear 

day. Life in the tract must then, as new, have been oxtronoly 


¢ 


aifficul %.. 


~S— 


8. One of the puzzles of the Neged towns is why they 
came into existence and Mr. Kirk has recently put forvard a theory 
to. account for them. He suggests that the population of the 
southern Negeb in Roman times lived there not because they liked 
it but because a totalitarian central government. forced them to do 
60. He thinks it likely that they Were “armed settlers planted 
there under military discipline, obliged to provide their own 
livelihood and, in defending it, act as & first line of defense 
Yor the province". He points out that there is no evidence of any 


settled population or of any eanparable actiwity in the tract in 


the centuries either before or after the Roman Qceupatlon.,. "Tt is 


surely no coincidence" he writes “that i% occurred in the one 


period when the country was subject to a strong central GoVSINnsn %. 


The inference is that the government compelled the settlers to win. 


& living from thie harsh land, and that its object. in settling 
them there was primarily strategic rather than economic", 

9. The possibility of agrieul tural development in the 
area is wholly excluded and, unless minerals are discovered in it 
(which there is no reason to think probable) it offers no 
advantages for development of any other Kind. I¢ ‘could h hardly be 
more inaccessible and day to day arrangements would be necessary 
to supply the settlers with food and water in order to orowide 
even the moat primitive standards of Livelihood, I$ is safe to 
say that, viewed as an area capable of absorbing new immigration, 
the southern Negeb must be written off ag uselesa. 

LG, This brings ‘us to the northern Neged:, Where the soi 
washed down from the southem hills has been deposi ted to Lorn 
the Beersheba plain, shown im green on the map, This araa is 
about 725,000 acres ‘in extent and conteing avout 410,000 RGPoe of 
cultivable land, 8 considerable portion of the plain being ocorared 
by a block of shifting sand, Exeavation has shown that thers wens 
already send at Khalasa in the third to the fourth cantusy A.D, 

Of this cultivable area, every acre that can be econamisally sown 
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is already cultivated by its present Beduin owners, These BReduin 
are keen farmers and very much alive to the possibility of 
improving their agricultural methods. Tractor Ploughing bes made 
considerable strides watbin recent years and an inereesing area is 
being planted each year with fruit tYPGeso 

dle The population of the area is not exactly known 
but it was estimated to be 51,082 at the 1931 census, Ragistration 
of births and deaths is not carried out among the Beduin, but it 
the population has increased at the same rate: 2s the Moslem 
population of the rest of Palestine, 1% must now be about 75,000 
PCTSOns y representing some 17,000 families, The average holding 
of cultivable land is thus about 25 acres a familys 

12. | This area certainly cannot be regarded as 
excessive. The average annual rainfell in the tract ia lesa than 


twelve inches and is subject to considerable fluctuation, being 
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often entirely inadequate, It 1s generally accepted thet, in a 


cycle of seven yaars, the crops in the northern Negeb. fail 


N00 HO7 


completely in two yeare on account of dvought, Buller Lromn 
semi-failure in three and preduce.a goed crop in tro years only. 
In other words, the sultivator raises S¢ Lull srops in seven 
years,‘ storing the surplus obtained in &@ good year Lar conotmp tion 
dn a bad cone, #0 thet the real value of a family holding is | 
(equivalent only te about 12 acres elsewhere in Palestine, This 
area is much below any reasonable subsistence area of serant 

of the nature here in question. 

13. There is thus no scope for further population in. 
the northern Negeb unless intensive cultivation ean be datpoduced 
and of this there is no present prospect. The rainfall is co 
scanty and so precarious that no reliance can be placed on it and - 
any extension of cultivation must therefore depend upon the 


provision of an additional and assured water supply. An attempt 


made in 1935 to store water by means of a dem aerces one of thea 


of)0 wy se at gt < " f 
\ tarps aa 


is Bee 


typical valleys proved a failure as the soil was found to be so 
porous that practically the whole supply was lost either An the 
catchment or in the reservoir, <A survey of the aren WES 
therefore put in hand in order to ascertain whether subsoil 


water, which could be raised from Wells, was avalieble. The 


results Were extremely disappointing. Of sixteen wella, sunk ut 


Bitea which, as the result of prolonged geophysical and 
geological investigation, appeared to be exceptionally favouravls, 


and some of which were driven to a depth of a thovesnd Paes, 


fourteen Were complete failures and the water in tha other to was 


of ~~ 
reg. 


so saline that the possibility of making any use of 2% 4 


¥ ‘ ? ie we os Ww: st oa, >. on 
i a ed ee gr he Aw ha 


doubtful. The survey proved conclusively that there ia no 


of any large-ecale development in the northern Neget dependent on 


sub-so0il Water. 
14, Nor is there any better prospect of Large-scale 


nop} 


development dependent on surface Tiow. A few small schemes Yor 


the diversion of occasional floods my be nossibie hut suitable 


af 4 om, ¢. %-. 
/ ax is i ee 
%. i Pa ee Or Pee Es) 


sites are few and far between. As regards GanasG, Moss 
plain is too high to be commen ded and even the very optimistie 
Hays-Savage scheme admitted the impossibility of irrigating more 
than the north<-weat corner, shown in @ dorkoexr shede of grean om the 
map, The authors of the scheme fuxther ednisted they there was 
insufficient water in Palestine to provide for this area and that 
the irrigation propesed could only be effected iY the Lekanon made 
water Prom the Litanit available for the purpose, This is a moss 
4mprobable ausumption, first, because there are ipvigation and 
hydro-electric echemes under consideration in the Lebanon which 
Will require the whole supply of that vilver and, secondly, 


because there is little prospect that any Arab State would 


immigration. inte and settlement in Palestine. 


Lo, The claim that there is Wide scope for Tawien 


settlement in the Negeb is thus wholly withous foundation, in tne 
northern / 
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voluntarily make wator available in order to oromese furbher Jewish 
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northern portion because it is already carrying aa large a 

_ population as it can or is likely to be able to. bear, in the 
southem portion because there is neither soil nor water, nor 
4ndeed any other facility conducive to settlement. Jt ig, however, 
usually found that, when the Jews refer to the Negeb, they ara 
speaking not of the Beersheba Subdistrict but rather of che 
heavily populated coaestel plain of the Gaze sub-district eouth of 
Tadud, the only portion of the corzstal plein in which they haves 
not already acquired lerge holdings. Yhe position ef their 
recently founded settlement, "Negba", whieh ia ahown on Hie meno 
supports this interpretation. This ie no new undeveloped area, 


settlement in which vequires to be judged by special EVEnga rag: 


the problem here is the same as that of further Jewiah setblemer™. 


in any already §nioekiy populated part cf palestine. 

16.5 The atatement, ao often made Lor propaganda 

purposes, that nearly nelf of Palestine is atill empty ans avallable 
for settlement is voughly epeaking true ag regarda its emptiness 


but altogether false end misleading as vegards lite ayallebila 
for settlenent. 
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Survey of Palestine Jaffa 1938. 


